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Venezolanos en New York
By Mariel Lozada

Introduction
I always say two things define me: being a woman and being an immigrant who fled Venezuela,
a dictatorship. I care deeply about gender and immigrant issues.
When I had to pick a community for this program, I kept that in mind. I wanted to make a
difference and have a positive and meaningful impact working for the causes I care about.
That's why I decided to go with my home country community and work with Venezuelans in New
York City.
More than 6 million people have fled Venezuela: it is the world's second-biggest refugee and
immigrant crisis. Around half a million of those who fled live in the US. We don't have an exact
number of Venezuelans living in New York, but it is calculated to be around 20.000.
When you move to a new country you need help with a lot of things: getting an ID, learning how
to move in the city, how to pay taxes, or how to enroll your kid in school. All that is information
that’s publically available, but not easy to find, especially when you don’t know the names of the
organizations or governmental offices behind it. If you don’t speak the language, the barrier is
even bigger. Having accessible information can help really make a difference.
I know this from experience, but it wasn’t until I was having one of my first interviews with
members of my community that I saw that as a generalized problem that I could help solve. The
person I was speaking to, Sofía Pereda, who has lived here for 4 years now, told me
“sometimes it is very difficult as an immigrant to have access to certain things.” Like I did, she
came to the city to study, with her legal paperwork in order and speaking the language. I
remember thinking “if this is so hard for us, how bad might it be for people who move here with
fewer resources?.”
That’s how Venezolanos en New York, my project, was born.

Practicum work
Knowing that I wanted to create a guide to make their life easier, my first step was collecting
data to make it a really good one. After doing a lot of listening on social media and setting a
Twitter list that helped me to stay on top of the news relevant to my community, I started to
participate in the Facebook groups. In my first post I asked what would they want to know about
and got a lot of different answers:
●

Where can we find some kind of support network or relief if we don’t have family or
friends?

●
●
●
●
●
●
●
●
●

How can we know where the Venezuelan businesses are?
How many Venezuelans are in the city? In which borough do more Venezuelans live?
How can we get health insurance? Which one works better?
Recreational activities at low cost or free. Accessible and not very far away
How can I get a job if I don’t know a lot of English?
How can we create a community? How can I make friends?
What are the social consequences of Venezuelan immigrants facing culture change?
Where can I buy Venezuelan products?
How can I find cheap dentist attention?

Landing page of my project

One that really caught my attention was the recreational activities one, because that was
something I hadn't thought about until that person commented. That confirmed that I was on the
right track wanting to talk about mental health resources, it gave me new ideas to add, and also
made me to want to investigate a little bit more about the mental health repercussions of the
pandemic for the immigrant population (and I ended up reporting about that in the past
semester). That’s how I decided to include a section for activities and cultural events relevant to
the community.

After that, I focused mostly on having one-on-one conversations with members of the
community and telling them about my proposal. Here’s some of that feedback:
Oriana Mejías, a student, talks about changes in the immigration policy: “I believe after the
pandemic these issues have been moving a lot and are not that much noticeable because of
this other type of information about coronavirus, upcoming elections.”
Another student (who wanted to speak anonymously): “We keep track of DHS websites, they
normally have to make every change public for a period of time, and that never appears in the
news unless there is a scandal.”
Sofía Pereda, a museum worker, about the impact of migration on mental health: “I think it's
this... it's this need to protect ourselves from the fear of being judged and this feeling that people
who are unlike ourselves won't understand our struggles, which many times is true, especially if
it's people who are not open to understanding where we are coming from, it's a very vulnerable
experience and it's really hard to do.”
I also used those conversations to think a little more about what ways this project could be
presented. Almost all the people I spoke with mentioned social media as the main way they had
to get their news, saying that they usually follow content from a specific journalist that they trust
because they find it much better and more reliable than any media outlet.
During the first steps of my project, I also reached out to many of the influential figures in the
Venezuelan community in the city to know a little more about their experiences and let them
know what I was doing. That was especially helpful when I did a poll for my community, because
they shared the link on their platforms and I got 88 answers from Venezuelans all over the city.
In that poll I asked what are the topics they were more interested in knowing about, but at this
point, my project was way more clear and I already had a lot of information, so I used their
feedback to create the categories that would become the sections of my website.
I also used it to get more information about the ways my community gets its news. Instagram
was the top answer with 33%, making it clear that I need to think about a social media
component for the next step of my project.

I then started looking for similar initiatives that also catered to immigrant populations. I talked
with Héctor Villa and Pierina Sora, both Venezuelans living in Perú. They run a platform called
Capsula Migrante where they share videos, news and guides for the Venezuelan community
there. Even though their approach is similar, they don’t have a website: they live on social media
and WhatsApp. They also do “forums” on WhatsApp where they invite people to ask questions
to an expert, an idea that I’d like to replicate. Since we work with a similar community I asked for
their insights and regarding content and we discussed possible ideas; they reassured me that I
was on the right path.
Conexión Migrante, an L.A.-based outlet that works with the Mexican community in the US, and
Documented NYC, which works with the immigrant community in New York City, were also great
examples in terms of reaching and how to do things. I also got a lot of inspiration from a project
made in Ecuador called Venezolanos en Ecuador, which is the most similar one to my project:
an online guide with resources for that community. This was made by GK, a local journalism
newsroom, The International Organization for Migration (IOM) and Canada’s Embassy in
Ecuador.
With all of that information and the feedback from my community I started working on the
development of the project: gathering the information and creating a prototype. My first step was
gathering information: during this semester I worked on a document that ended up having
around 60 pages. It had information about the bureaucratic process for the immigrants in the
city, especially focusing on the Venezuelans.

For building the prototype of my website I used Tilda.cc, which allows you to have one regular
basic website for free. I’m hoping to upgrade to the paid version once my project becomes
sustainable.
When I was working on my practicum proposal I had to move from where I was living and
finding a place to live reduced my time to work significantly, even though I was already living in
the city and knew how to move around here. That’s how I decided to add something to my
project that’d make it more easily accessible when you just arrive and don’t have a lot of time
but still need the more important info: I also developed a newsletter. Here are the first editions,
about identification services, immigration laws, education and health.
The idea of this newsletter is to deliver a five steps guide with the most basic information a
newly arrived immigrant may need. When the person subscribes they get this email which
resumes the spirit of the process and explains how they will receive an email a week during the
course of five weeks in five different subjects: ID and immigration services, health services,
education, legal aid and cultural and recreational events.

The plan is to deliver useful content that would live in their inbox so they can revisit it easily
anytime they want, even without having an internet connection, and, if the reader wants to
deepen their knowledge, can visit the website for a more in-depth coverage of these topics.

Metrics, outcomes and impact
Since my website isn’t launched yet, the only metrics I have right now are the interviews and
feedback that I got. I had one-on-one interviews with 10 members of my community, asking
them for feedback. I also reached out to multiple organizations and developed a good
relationship with Adriana Malavé, who manages the Instagram page @venezolanosennewyork.
She was really helpful and helped me share information.

As I mentioned above, my Google Form poll was answered by 88 people. 56 of them gave me
their email address and said that I could reach out to them to ask for help or feedback with my
project.
Luis Palencia: “I think something like this would be very helpful, having information in just one
site, and I think one of the main problems would be keeping it up to date because something
you Google stuff and find blog entries from 7 months ago and that information is no longer valid.
I think that, if you manage to have just one source of information that’s reliable and from official
sources, it would improve the immigration process”.
María Chacín: “I believe this hub is a big help for new coming and already established
immigrants. Not only it’s a useful source of information about the legal steps that must be taken
in order to attain the benefits of being a New York citizen, like where to go, what to do and what
will you need, but also a place where I can find great places with activities and be able to take
advantage and enjoy everything this city has to offer. In the beginning, the experience can be
very daunting especially the psychological weight that comes with starting over in a new place
without stable support, but this site most definitely eases the difficulty a lot.”

I also consider the fact that I built -or strengthened- relationships with like-minded journalists
working for immigrant communities a big success. On top of Cápsula Migrante, Documented
and Conexión Migrante, I spoke with people on the Futuro Media Group and also was able to
publish a piece about how food banks are serving Latino communities in the country for Food
Bank News.
As far as quantitative metrics, I’m hoping to get at least 100 subscribers in the first six months of
2022 and maintain at least 250 unique visitors a month after the launch.
But if there’s something that this program taught me, is that sometimes the relationships we
build along the way are more important than numbers.

Social Journalism Teachings
“Do journalism with the people, not for the people” is forever engraved in my brain and I don’t
think I will let it go during my career. It really makes a difference when you start thinking about
what your community needs and how to serve them instead of just thinking of getting an angle
or just doing another story.
I’m thankful because my first work experience allowed me to do journalism close to the people I
was reporting. I was a health reporter in Caracas, Venezuela, and the newsroom I worked for
really allowed me to build relationships with sources. I even went to a particular hospital once a
week just to check-in and get updates on how things were going. All of this was around 2016
and 2017. At the time, I didn’t know this had a name - or that it could turn into a systematic
approach that would allow me to be a better journalist.

Even though we have social media classes, our program doesn’t focus on that. We have data
journalism and design and development classes too, but that isn’t the focus either. It is
something way simpler, but that at the same time includes a lot: how to tell stories in a way you
are not excluding anyone from their own narrative and how to present them in the right way so
they can reach the people that need them.
Because people do need information. Thanks to this program, I really understood the difference
between approaching journalism as an act of service that could help and empower people and
just as a product. The first is the one that will make your job more impactful and will allow you to
reach the right people.
It has been hard for me working with the Venezuelan community and I had to constantly remind
myself that I’m a journalist, not an activist - but that same closeness also allowed me to care a
lot about doing the best possible job. It is not impossible to work with communities you care a lot
about, you can turn that into your superpower. That’s also a lesson from this program. Being
part of my community meant that I lived through some of their struggles and know a lot of
people, and that helps me do my job in a way that empowers my audience.
I learned that we have to listen, to really listen, and from doing that you can find stories that
could come from many different places. A good story can come from a comment on your
newsroom’s website or from a tweet that someone in your community shared. It can also come
from meeting people face to face, even in these troubling times, from going to events they think
are relevant. But for that to happen you have to be there, you have to know who you are
serving, you have to keep your eyes open, you have to meet people where they are, even if that
means getting out of your comfort zone.
Every community is different so there’s no magic formula to do engagement journalism, but the
only way to discover what can work with a specific community is by asking them and listening to
what they say. And for your project or idea to be correctly developed, you may need to change it
during your process. Killing your darlings is hard, but sometimes needed. We live in a world
where things change from a moment to another, and we have to adapt to that reality.
Especially after all we have lived through the past two years. We started school without knowing
if things were going to be back to normal eventually. We faced a full semester of online classes
and we developed relationships with our communities and with each other thinking that years
could pass before the first time we saw each other face to face. The pandemic shaped our lives
and our projects. All of the sudden immigrants were left without an income because they worked
in the service industry and had to face possible evictions, so listing legal resources that could
protect them became a key part of my project. The changes were everywhere, big and small,
and we had to learn how to face them in an unprecedented situation.
So, above all, I’m proud of my growth - both as a person and as a journalist.

Moving forward

I would like to continue this project and make it a reality. Since I already have strong relations
with potential partners on social media, my next step would be to go to culturally relevant places
like restaurants and talk to the dependents and listen to their stories, and, when my project is
ready to launch, ask them to help me share the word.
One important thing I need to do is find funding opportunities. I’m looking for grants
opportunities, especially those that go to under-reported communities and local journalism. I
also think this is a project that would get donations, not only for members of the community, so
that’s also a path I’m considering.

Appendix
● How Some Food Banks are Serving Latino Communities
I wrote this piece for Food Banks News, an opportunity I probably wouldn't have gotten if I
hadn't talked to them about my project for grad school. Since I knew the need for food and help
were growing in the Latino community as a whole, it was easy for me to identify the topics I
needed to ask about while doing my interviews. I also had easy access to data that I had
previously downloaded, and that allowed me to show in numbers how the scale of the problem.
And every time I talked with an interviewee, the work that I’ve had done helped me bond more
easily with them.
● Audio slideshow
For my advanced reporting class I did an audio slideshow with one of the Venezuelans I
consulted frequently during the program. I talked with Oriana Mejías about how covid affected
her life and her work as a professor and what she felt could be improved in her situation. This
assignment helped me train my photography eye, since I had to take pictures that would be
captivating enough. Since this was only one person speaking, I kept looking for different angles
to help situate the viewers on what was going on.
● The uneven distribution of Covid free meals in NYC
I used three different datasets for this piece: COVID-19 Free Meals Locations, Unequal
Treatment and the Status of People with Disabilities in New York City and New York State and
2019 Median incomes. With these, I was able to prove that, at that moment, of the 249 free
meals hubs that started when the pandemic hit the city, 71, or 28%, were fully accessible for

people with some sort of disability and The Bronx, the borough of the lowest income ($47,285),
was also the one with the lowest amount of free meal hubs. For this assignment, I had to get the
datasets, clean them up and get them to work together to reflect the story I was looking for. I
love working with data, so this was one of my favorite projects in the whole program.
● This tweet
My main social media usage for my community during the program was on Instagram and
Twitter. The piece that I could rescue (the others were Instagram stories) is the tweet asking
Venezuelans in the city to answer my poll and share it with their friends. It got +100 retweets
and was quoted and shared by many relevant actors in my community. I also did a tweet asking
for testimonies on how hard it is to get a new passport as a Venezuelan in the city and that got
+200 retweets.
● Ethical guidelines
I focused mainly on privacy issues, understanding that for many people in my community being
identified can put them at risk of legal consequences.
● Venezolanos en New York
The landing page of my project lives there. It explains everything about the project and why and
by whom it was made.
● Lean canvas template
I decided to share my lean canvas template assignment because I feel like learning to do this is
something that will help throughout my whole career. It is a great way to approach a project and
understand how it may work.

